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Abstract  
The insatiable interest in biography, memoir and historical stories that portray 
‘ordinary’ people’s lives has not abated. It seems to reflect a natural human instinct to 
be curious about ourselves, the lives of others and our past. An abundance of New 
Media technologies have helped to popularise these genres, along with that of public 
and local history, as the public gain better access to collections connected with 
extraordinary events in the lives of everyday people. This paper will examine the role 
of Australian cultural institutions – namely libraries, and their potential relationship 
with researchers, the public and within their own organization, as collectors of 
heritage material such as oral histories, digital stories, and photographs, which if 
digitised, offer an abundance of rich stories sources for writings, public art, local and 
public histories and exhibitions. 
 
Co-creando el legado: usos innovadores de la historia oral y la narrative de vida en 
bibliotecas australianas.  
Resumen 
El interés insaciable en biografía, la memoria y las historias históricas que retratan vidas de la 
gente “ordinaria “no ha disminuido. Parece ser un instinto humano natural de ser curiosos 
sobre nosotros mismos, las vidas de otros y nuestro pasado. Una abundancia de nuevas 
tecnologías de comunicación ha ayudado a popularizar el género, junto con el de la historia 
pública y local, ya que el público gana cada vez un mejor acceso a las colecciones conectadas 
con acontecimientos extraordinarios en las vidas de la gente diaria. Este articulo examinará el 
papel de instituciones culturales australianas - es decir las bibliotecas, y su relación potencial 
con los investigadores, el público y dentro de su propia organización, como coleccionador del 
material de la herencia tales como historias orales, las historias digitales, y las fotografías, que 
si están convertidas a digital, ofrecen una abundancia de las fuentes ricas de las historias para 
la escritura, arte público, historias publicas y locales y exhibiciones. 
 
Introduction: 
It is now well recognised that digital technologies and networks represent new 
challenges and opportunities for cultural institutions, including libraries (Russo et al. 
2006; Miller 2005). These developments present new challenges to the traditional role 
of cultural institutions as access providers, prompting them to redefine and in some 
ways substantially expand their roles. Despite the enormous growth in user-created 
content and participatory media online, there is also an emerging ‘participation gap’ 
(Jenkins, 2006) which has supplanted the technologically-focused idea of a ‘digital 
divide’. In a participatory age, ‘access’ is being redefined to include the provision of 
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opportunities for active public participation through co-creation, and the promotion of 
cultural diversity and inclusiveness.  
 Public libraries are well positioned to become innovative hubs of these 
transformations through the integration of oral history and digital storytelling into 
their Heritage Collections. This move will promote informal learning and digital 
literacy, and will propagate and strengthen connections with community, particularly 
in rural regions.  
 This paper particularly draws on the findings of a recent report reviewing oral 
history and digital storytelling collections of Australian State Libraries for the State 
Library of Queensland (Klaebe & Burgess, 2008).    
 
Current trends: 
 Australian libraries are currently shadowing international oral history trends to 
digitise their collections with some collations already digitised1, while others continue 
to angst over the enormity and costs of the task that lies ahead2. While it is important 
to continue collecting new heritage related material, there is a vast wealth of material 
currently sitting untouched and inaccessible to the public in libraries around Australia 
Significant oral history collections, photographs, manuscripts, maps and even audio 
records remain unused because they are not catalogued, are not digitally accessible, or 
limited information is known about the origins of the material. 
 The State Library of Queensland (SLQ) also features digital stories to 
encourage users to explore what the institution offers through their website. In the 
same way SLQ hope to offer oral history ‘samplers’ online, as is the practice of the 
British Sound Archive3, as it is hoped the public will make more use of the Internet 
and introduce oral history and other components of their collections, to a wider 
audience as well as new users.  This includes the various departments within a Library 
– including public programs, events and exhibition units, indigenous centres and 
affiliated regional libraries, who are often unaware of the vast collections and material 
available within their own institution. 
                                                 
1 The National Library of Australia and the State Library of South Australia 
2 State Libraries of Queensland, Western Australia, Victoria, Tasmania and New South Wales 
3 http://www.bl.uk/nsa 
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 It is important for libraries to keep abreast of current best practice in 
cataloguing oral history material as part of library collections – including summaries, 
transcripts, and time coding, as these standards and practices persistently change.  
Libraries can also take a lead role as investigators and advisors on improving sound 
quality techniques, transference of collections to other media as it changes, and offer 
ease of use for the library’s clients (communities and other stakeholders) through 
user-friendly web interfaces. There has been an increasing demand for resources and 
services that help to harness community enthusiasm and engagement. This demand is 
in line with improved public access to affordable digital media technologies, free 
software applications, and in the number of projects and collections requiring skilled 
staff (e.g. independent oral historians, multi-media trainers or trained facilitators).  
 While Libraries clearly understand that training needs to be offered to groups 
and individuals on how to access their heritage collections (including oral history 
recordings or digital photographs for instance, so they can actively participate in 
creating their own secondary material) services also need to be provided to 
marginalised communities and the elderly who are less likely to be computer literate. 
An increase in publicly funded projects, where government institutions or universities 
partner with philanthropic minded commercial companies may assist in supporting 
such initiatives. 
 
Some Areas of Concern 
! Regional collections: 
 Regional museums and libraries that hold special interest oral history 
collections, photographs and artefacts are at risk of being digitally ‘left behind’, 
which will only serve to leave dozens of nationally significant collections inaccessible 
and unused. The Australian Stockman's Hall of Fame and Outback Heritage Centre 
for instance, is an incorporated, self-funding not-for-profit company that operates 
without any debt or on-going government assistance. Money for the running and 
maintenance is provided from admissions, sales of souvenirs, catering, membership 
subscriptions, sponsorships and donations. This visitors centre is an Australian 
Outback tourist icon and exhibits wonderful artifact, audio and visual displays. The 
Stockman’s Hall of Fame also has a large collection of over 100 filmed oral history 
interviews, as well as separate collection of audio-only recordings. Most of the 
photographs and audio/video material have not been digitised or digitally catalogued 
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and the few accompanying transcriptions that do exist are in hardcopy only. Cassette 
tapes are simply kept in a filing cabinet. There are no funds available to implement 
digitisation. Several applications for government funding have been unsuccessful and 
the additional required levels of money, resources or expertise are not available from 
within the small community or dedicated pool of volunteers. The collection includes 
interviews with drovers and jackaroos that were recorded in the 1970s and ‘80s — 
offering a rich source of stories of everyday people living extraordinary lives, and yet 
will remain untapped resources without government funding. 
 
! Educating Generation Y 
 Thuringowa Library, found north in the state of Queensland, 1117 km 
(694miles) from the capital Brisbane, also has a large collection, including over 100 
interviews on cassette (with transcripts), as well as an additional 40 that are yet to be 
transcribed. The collection is slowly being digitised onto CDs, but the sound quality 
on many so far is poor. It is a slow process but at least the oral history collections are 
currently incorporated into the catalogue. It is also possible to listen to some pieces of 
the collection in the library, and to make a photocopy of transcripts.  
 The library currently uses a Marantz PMD 670 digital recorder for any new 
recordings and sometimes interviews are also filmed. Funding for projects is often 
found in partnership with external groups. For instance, “Remembering Vietnam” a 
recent project, was conducted with year 10 students (15 year olds) from a local high 
school. Students were given basic training in the skills of oral history interviewing 
facilitated by the library. Subsequently they interviewed Vietnam Veteran participants 
supported by their class teacher (aligned with their curriculum) and the interviews 
then became part of the Library’s collection.   While the exercise in theory is an 
excellent initiative, students were limited in time and some lacked maturity for the 
subject matter to give the interviewees the consideration a professional oral history 
interviewer would.  When asked in training the types of questions they thought 
appropriate, responses included asking participants, “How many people have you 
killed?” and “What is it like to shoot someone”.    
 Young people should however engage with interesting material about 
controversial topics, and be encouraged to understand the importance of oral history 
interviewing, perhaps by first utilising digital material. For instance oral history 
interviews could have been conducted with a professional historian and digitised as 
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part of an educational ‘kit’. Students could listen to an interview and edit the 
recording to produce a shorter edited version, for their school assessment. Audacity, a 
free software program for editing audio would build technical competencies, and give 
the student a better understanding of: the importance of voice and the rhythm of 
speech; non-linear storytelling; and value of first person narrative. This practice 
would not only prepare a student for  ‘field interviewing’, but also provide a 
collection of quality interviews for students to access on this subject for years to 
come. 
 
! Indigenous collections 
 160 kms (100 miles) from the north most tip of Australia, Weipa Library 
houses the significant Cape York collection. Duncan Jackson, an Australian 
Broadcast Commission journalist, conducted many of the oral histories from the 
1970s around the Cape.  The collection, which is actually owned by Comalco, 
remains undigitised. Like countless indigenous stories conducted by researchers 
around Australia, many remain inaccessible to the public — and more importantly, to 
the indigenous communities from where these interviews originated.  
 The State Library of Queensland holds some Indigenous oral histories and 
language recordings, but much of this material is unusable because of incomplete 
metadata relating to the context, location, timeframe, and identity of the interviews. 
Their Indigenous Library Services enthusiastically supports more oral history activity 
being undertaken with Indigenous people, but by Indigenous people. 
 It is crucial for libraries develop protocols that effectively capture oral history-
specific metadata at the time of donation. Digital files containing relevant metadata, 
similar to those created, as object or source files in museums could be developed to 
accompany collections. This may include a short interview with the donor if the 
collection warrants it. It is especially important for the future usability of Indigenous 
oral history and language recordings that adequate metadata (language, context of 
recording, location) is captured at the time of collection and/or donation.   
 Positive ways in which Libraries may assist Indigenous communities develop 
quality oral history recordings might include: facilitate training in oral history 
recording and provide loan digital recording equipment for extended periods to 
regional and remote communities. This will contribute to community capacity 
building and expose the collection to a new generation of users; ‘Train the Trainer’ 
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workshops could strategically target Indigenous facilitators so they can conduct their 
own oral history interviews within communities and contribute to community 
capacity-building; Oral history and digital storytelling could be promoted in 
partnership with Education Queensland and/or Queensland Health. An appropriate 
information ‘kit’ could be devised and created that contained material, such as oral 
history interviews, photographs, and free software (e.g. Audacity and Windows 
Movie Maker) that enables students to explore, manipulate, and repurpose the 
included media content; and facilitate oral history and digital storytelling activities, 
prioritise inter-generational collaboration between older and younger Indigenous 
people to facilitate both technical skills transfer and knowledge sharing.  
 
Connecting with external collections  
 In a digital age, cultural institutions increasingly view their role as aggregators 
and coordinators of information, in addition to their traditional roles as collecting and 
archiving institutions. This requires an accompanying focus on open content sharing 
mechanisms, both technical (e.g. software standards) and regulatory (Creative 
Commons licensing, for instance).  
 Australian libraries should continue to promote and develop services and 
collections that are available across operating systems and platforms, that are built on 
open software and APIs (Application Programming Interfaces), and that encourage 
the sharing of content for future generations of Australians to access. For instance, 
threough the innovative use of Flickr4 by the National Library of Australia, 
Australians can already license their personal images of people and places in to 
Picture Australia5 using Creative Commons licensing, making a large pool of images 
available for repurposing (e.g. in digital stories or exhibition presentations) and this 
initiative should be encouraged by other State Libraries. The National Library of 
Australia has also already developed a directory of oral history projects around 
Australia. The collections are not held at the NLA, but information about how to 
contact each project leader is. State Libraries, museums and institutions should 
continue to register their collections in this manner and encourage researchers, other 
regional libraries and community projects to do likewise.  
 
                                                 
4 Flickr is a photosharing service that offers an open API. See http://www.flickr.com 
5 http://www.pictureaustralia.org 
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Conclusion 
To date, much oral history practice has focused on collection and preservation rather 
than on possible secondary or subsequent uses of material. In Australian Libraries the 
integration of oral history and digital stories with current Heritage Collections will 
assist the promotion of public engagement in, and the re-purposing of, oral histories 
and other heritage material.  
 Co-creative media initiatives promote participatory engagement and learning 
opportunities for participants by valuing connections within our communities, 
promoting the value and diversity of our social history and cultural identity, and by 
emphasising the importance of everyday experience and vernacular history. Digital 
access to heritage Collections can only enhance their use and encourage the 
engagement with and further contribution of Australian stories for generations to 
come. 
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